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The Halcyon Tone as Birdsong 
Gary Shapiro 
Contained in one of Nietzsche's favorite words is the name of a seabird that 
flits back and forth across the landscapes and seascapes of Mediterranean 
reality, classical myth, and Nietzsche's imagination. Lexical authorities 
credit Nietzsche with reintroducing the word "halcyon [halkyonisch]" into 
the German language.1 That word will recall the "halcyon days," part of the 
metamorphic complex in the story of Alcyone, who lost her husband Ceyx 
at sea but was transformed along with him into a pair of seabirds, the female 
having the extraordinary characteristic of building a floating nest, in which 
she hatched her eggs during the weeks following the winter solstice, the hal-
cyon days of calm winds and waters arranged by the gods.2 The story of the 
nest is generally accepted in the classical world, for example, by such sober 
authorities as Aristotle and Plutarch. At least three times, Nietzsche empha-
sizes that the book he regards as the "greatest gift to mankind"-to modern 
humans, who, in his view, are in need of deeper contact with the wild animal 
world-will fall on deaf ears unless one hears a certain tone for which this 
bird is famed. As he says about Zarathustra in Ecce Homo: 
Here no "prophet" is speaking, none of those gruesome hybrids of sickness and will 
to power whom people call founders of religions. Above all, one must hear aright 
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the tone that comes from this mouth, the halcyon tone, lest one should do 
wretched injustice to the meaning of its wisdom. (EH P 4 )3 
Nietzsche the musician, the lover of song and opera, with their deployment 
of the female (human) voice, imagines himself becoming a bird, one 
renowned for its song throughout the ancient world. The cry of the halcyon 
(or kingfisher) was said to be remarkably haunting, plaintive, and melan-
choly, while the halcyon days are bright, calm, and peaceful; Nietzsche writes 
of "that which is really noble in a work or human being, the moment when 
their sea is smooth and they have found halcyon self-sufficiency" (BOE 224 ). 
His frequent evocations of the halcyon are most obviously associated with 
the latter, but we may assume that both senses are relevant and that the very 
interplay of the two, as in the myth, is typically at work. The songs of Zara-
thustra include laments and are often tinged with melancholy. The halcyon 
has both a spatial/visual aspect and an auditory one. The play between these 
is evident in several texts where Nietzsche writes of the halcyon element in 
the music of Mendelssohn and its absence. in Wagner.4 
The refrain, Deleuze and Guattari point out, whether animal or human, 
is a primordial way of marking territory and making art.5 One of Nietzsche's 
ways of becqming-animal is to sing the world, something that he attempts 
both in his own musical compositions (in the narrow sense), in his poetry, 
and, most to the point here, in the songs of Zarathustra. Might Nietzsche, 
with his talk of a new lyre, be thinking of Zarathustra (or himself) as a new 
Orpheus, whose song could charm the beasts and the birds? After the revela-
tion of "The Convalescent,'' it is Zarathustra's chattering (not singing) ani-
mals that urge him to speak no more but to fashion new songs with a new 
lyre. He proceeds to do so in a series of three songs. These songs are sung in 
response to the terrible thought of recurrence, the thought whose conse-
quence is that I am always becoming another. If Nietzsche expressed this 
eventually in the "mad" form "I am all the names of history," he might, as 
we shall see, have also said "I am all the names of natural history." The last 
of the three songs is called "The Seven Seals" in parodic reference to the 
otherworldly and decidedly anti-animal Christian Revelation. This song cel-
ebrates "bird-wisdom" and can be read as alluding to many features of the 
Alcyone story: freedom from geographical constraints, a magnificently end-
less world of sea and sky, marriage and maternity, and the supremacy of song. 
This final strophe in the last song of the cycle culminates in a lyric that 
aspires to birdsong: 




